The purposes of this study were to: determine the incidence of injury and illness among Special Olympic athletes at local competitions; assess the relative risk of medical problems among Down's syndrome athletes; and compare the relative risk of sports injury incurred by athletes participating in various Special Olympic events.
Special Olympics is a sports programme for retarded athletes, both adults and children who have attained the age of at least 7 years. The programme has been in existence for over 20 years, and now is available in all 50 of the United States and in 50 foreign countries. Numerous sports are played by Special Olympics athletes including track and field, equestrian events, soccer, swimming and gymnastics. In the United States, Special Olympic sports are organized by State, and within each State the competitions are organized into local areas. National games are held annually, and international winter and summer games are held once every 4 years. An estimated two million athletes participate in Special Olympics worldwide.
Health care systems for Special Olympic games are necessary. In the United States, at the Special Olympic International Games in Baton Rouge (1983) , and again at the Special Olympic International Games in South Bend (1987) , extensive health care systems were set up to care for injured and ill athletes. (soccer, equestrian, track/field, swimming/diving, gymnastics) during the 3 days of the games. The principal investigator was on call for all illnesses or injuries incurred by the athletes during the entire period of the competitions. Copies of the athletes' annual physical examination forms were on file at each venue. When athletes reported to the first aid stations, the athlete's preparticipation physical examination record was reviewed, and first aid and illness care was rendered by the physicians. Injury/ illness surveillance records were completed for all encounters. After the games, coaches were contacted by telephone to obtain information on injured or ill athletes who did not report to the first aid stations during the time of the games. A sports injury was defined as an injury resulting directly from participation in a sports event.
Activity times With a stopwatch, research assistants recorded measured activity times (MATS), the length of time each athlete actually took part in practice or competition. Total MATS for each sport were calculated by summing MATS for each participant.
Medical record review Preparticipation physical examination records were reviewed and the number of Down's syndrome athletes participating in the games was counted. Organized athletic programmes should promote illness/injury reporting to assure safe participation and to identify problem areas that need to be improved. Planners need to be aware that illnesses and injuries do occur and that health services should be provided as a part of the comprehensive approach to organizing sports for the handicapped.
